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Part IV 
Through the 20" Century 


The world as an experience 


Juvenal Savian Filho 


It is very early, before lessons. Flower after flower is specked on the depths 

of green. The petals are harlequins. Stalks rise from the black hollows beneath. 
The flowers swim like fish made of light upon the dark, green waters. 

Ihold a stalk in my hand. I am the stalk. My roots go down to the depths of the world, 
through earth dry with brick, and damp earth, through veins of lead and silver. 


(Virginia Woolf, The waves) 


You have thrown your world in my face like a bucket of water, 
I will never find the path again, I am lost. 


(Valérie Valére, Le pavillon des enfants fous 
(The Mental Childs Pavilion)) 


In the indigenous world, there is an overflow of people; 
it is a world saturated in intentionality. 


(Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, Entrevista (Interview)) 


As it is well said in the introductory text of this Seminar, some terms based on the 
fundamental idea of a “collection or totality of beings” are derived from the Latin for 
cosmos or world. It suggests something like a universal community, beyond the sim- 
ple singularity. Cosmology, cosmogony, cosmopolitanism, cosmic awareness, among 
other terms, are some examples. 


Nowadays, the use of these terms commonly emphasizes the central role played 
by humans in a collection of beings, when considering the responsibility of all hu- 
mans towards our common dwelling. In other words, towards the world. One be- 
comes aware of one’s active role in this world or of one’s engagement in its “produc- 
tion” and “conservation”. With such an awareness, that can be coined “ecological”, 
the world doesn’t seem to be a simple totality of beings, set in front of us. It now ap- 
pears to be like an assemblage in which we exist within and are co-responsible for. 


Nevertheless, even if this ecological awareness of the world is better than a dom- 
ineering perspective, there always remains an acknowledgement that makes one con- 
sider the world as a “place” or a “space” where one arrives into or dwells. This image 
enables the persistence of an extrinsic relationship with the world, as if it was just 
something placed outside of us. Also, this kind of relationship prevents one from be- 
coming aware of one’s own responsibility to what we name the “world”. As Valerie 
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Valére (1962-1982) said, the world is a bucket of water thrown in our faces. Con- 
sidering this, we take this world for something violent towards us. However, we can 
deepen our understanding of what we name “world” if we go beyond the idea of the 
world as something set “outside” of us. That's the direction of the Philosophy of Edith 
Stein (1881-1942), assistant of Edmund Husserl and one of his closest intellectual 
heirs. 


Settled in a philosophical framework from the beginning of the 20" century, char- 
acterized by powerful forms of positivism, psychologism and relativism; and follow- 
ing the path of Husserl, Edith Stein argues that, rather than offering yet another in- 
terpretation of different objects of our knowledge, the fundamental task of Philoso- 
phy was to bring to light what is evident in the knowledge of these same objects, and 
evident is what always appears to the consciousness, i.e., everything that presents 
itself in an experience to a consciousness (consciousness understood as the life of 
the 7). Whether our existence is just a dream or an illusion produced by an evil 
genie, or even the thought of a brain set in a curve, it is not possible to deny the emer- 
gence of things to the consciousness or the structures that make possible for these 
things to appear and the consciousness to acknowledge them. In other words, the con- 
tents of our experiences have a meaning for us; they are phenomena. 


Concerning our understanding of the world, Philosophy’s first task is not to offer 
another explanation or interpretation, but to bring out the meaning of the world’s 
being. As a matter of fact, Philosophy enlightens what the world means in an evident 
way to all of us when we talk about it. So, what is this essence of the world’s phenom- 
ena? In order to answer that question, Edith Stein focuses on the idea of space, be- 
cause the way the world appears to us includes a notion of space or at least a sense of 
physical environment that welcomes all the beings. As Edith Stein points out in her 
work Einführung in die Philosophie (Introduction to Philosophy), it is not accidental 
that since the first attempts to explain the world, the idea has always been presented 
that all that existed in the world is spatially there. This is an idea strengthened by 
Geometry or the science of pure forms. It was Euclid of Megara (4" century B.C.) 
who developed the notion of plane, from which the concept that the space does 
not change derive. In this perspective, the space determines symmetrical relations 
with everything that becomes alive. Because of its “perfection”, Geometry became 
the framework of knowledge and spatial expression. However, Geometry's history 
reveals that this science did not extract all the possible conclusions concerning its 
subject, the space. Changes in the pattern of Geometry lead to transformations in 
the pattern of spatial knowledge in a way that, working with different hypotheses, 
mathematicians succeeded in challenging Euclidian's Geometry whilst inserting var- 
iations to the idea of plane. Therefore, Non-Euclidian’s Geometry and different con- 
ceptions of space were formulated. Focusing on examples from Edith Stein’s era, it is 
important to mention Lobatschewksy’s (Nicolai Lobatschewksy, 1972-1856) and 
Riemann's (Bernhard Riemann, 1826-1866) concepts of space. Also, long before 
the ideas of space’s geometric relativity appear, Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) raised 
a fundamental philosophical problem when he questioned if the space existed by it- 
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self or if it was a form of our sensorial perception. In a Kantian perspective, if we 
consider that Geometry is a cognisance a priori, we cannot state the existence of 
the space in itself. 


Such variations in the concept of space reveal that neither non-Euclidian/Eucli- 
dian Geometry nor Kantian approach discuss the essence of space or even the evi- 
dence of the world as it appears to us. What is certain in our experience of space 
is that all physical beings move in an environment (a medium) in which within every- 
thing relates to everything as in a great continuum. Thus, space is the name given to 
entering into an extensive assemblage of material references. Things are not in space, 
but they are spatial. From this perspective, Euclidian space is the closest view of how 
this phenomenon coined “space” appears to us. To describe it in a different perspec- 
tive implies an interpretation, a typical but risky task of particular sciences, because it 
is always possible to lose the fidelity with the evidence through which the space ap- 
pears to us. For example, to assign a form (an outline, a limit) to the space means to 
convert it into a thing, whereas it is a condition or a means for things. This example 
shows that even if the space has a way of revealing itself to us, we also take part in its 
constitution as something that has a meaning to us. Our consciousness is not just a 
“mirror” into where the space and other objects reflect themselves. In fact, it is our 
consciousness that is able to identify different meanings for different beings. Such a 
meaning does not impose itself on us like a bucket of water swung in front of our 
faces, even if it asks persistently. Whatever is said about the space depends on its 
character of being an environment or a means. Such a characteristic makes itself evi- 
dent to us in the proper donation of what we name as “space”. To say it in a different 
way, “space” is not a thing, but the way we see physical things. More than a thing, the 
space is an experience. 


For this same reason, the world can be considered not as a thing, but as an expe- 
rience. Because we are so used to different types of interpretative discourses about the 
world (such as scientific, artistic, religious and many others), we do not normally pay 
attention to the fact that what we name “world” is this unity of meanings. Thus, 
“world” is what we experience in ourselves, as well as an individual or as a member 
of a society. In this respect, it is not something determined independently from our- 
selves, in which we “get into” or dwell. Even before we dispose of the world or use its 
“instrumentality”, we create it, we operate on a base of meanings that is given to us, 
but also elaborated by us. To come back to Virginia Woolf's expression, I do not have 
a stalk in my hand; I am that stalk and “my roots go down to the depths of the world”. 
In other words, I can say that the world is myself. As it is shown by the indigenous 
world described by Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, human perspective is the only one we 
can rely on in order to talk about whatever it is. In this indigenous world, even animals 
and plants are regarded as subjects. Thus, there is an overflow of people and inten- 
tionality. In this way, even if the concept of anthropos undergoes a profound crisis, it 
is only by assuming the anthropomorphism of our experience of the world that we can 
find an alternative or an antithesis to a kind of anthropocentrism that damages the 
world. 
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This analysis does not imply that the world does not exist by itself. Nor that there 
are no facts and only interpretations. Even if there is not a single consciousness to 
discern the world, it would still exist. Nevertheless, we cannot gather evidence of 
the independence of the world’s being just by casting a naive glance to what we 
name “world”. In fact, this can only be accomplished by looking into ourselves or 
our interiority. In other words, with regard to dynamisms that constitute the function- 
ing of the consciousness itself. In fact, if one is interested in sensations, one realizes it 
is a subjective phenomenon (as it concerns only individuals) but also has something 
objective (independent of individuals): the sensations’ object or content. Thus, two 
individuals regard a tree or the colour green; there is no guarantee that this content 
“tree” or “green” is the same in both individuals’ lived experience. For this reason, it 
is the success in the communication between these two individuals which guarantees 
that the object of this experience exists apart from them. Besides, the fact that an in- 
dividual is capable of understanding an other's experience without experiencing it 
first-hand is what constitutes inter-subjectivity; such a phenomenon is called empa- 
thy (Einfühlung). Thus, the world asks for our interpretative action based on a con- 
fluence of inter-subjectivity. However, the world itself is not just what we say about it. 
The world's ontical independence is proven by this same inter-subjectivity and it is 
guaranteed by empathy. In one sense, I am the world, as I am this stalk that I hold, but 
this world and this stalk are also a kind of bucket of water thrown in my face. For a 
toad or a crocodile, it is the human species that is about to change the planet. 


In a context where Philosophy seems to have no centre or justification, Edith 
Steins' thoughts remain as a sympathetic testimonial to the strength to return to our- 
selves. Being aware of the reciprocity between the objective's solicitations of what- 
everis given and the actively subjective response of the consciousness seems to make 
it possible to scrutinize even better the meanings of what we name the “world”. It also 
enables us to realize that it depends a great deal on the quality of our relationship. 
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